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PORPHYRY, TUFF AND LOOSE SPECIFICATIONS
Glenn Thomas
I have been known to be short from time to time with colleagues and others in the landscape industry in regard to
a general looseness in use of the term Porphyry (pronounced porpheree). Apart from personal experience that
few even know how to spell the word correctly there is a common practice of using Porphyry and Tuff
interchangeably. The two materials are distinctly different in origin and resultant properties, appearance and
availability and should not be confused. In fact, I have yet to see any stone used in Brisbane and described as
porphyry that meets the diagnostic characteristics of this material. This includes locally and North Queensland
sourced materials which are both welded tuff.
The stone extensively quarried in the past from the Kangaroo Point Cliffs, the All Hallows/Holy Name Cathedral
area of Fortitude Valley and the former Windsor Quarry and used in the many splendid walls and kerb stones in
Brisbane is Brisbane Tuff. It is not Porphyry as it is so often loosely termed.
The following information is offered to clarify the essential differences in these materials in the hope that the
industry might adopt more precise descriptive practices in the future.
SYENITE, PORPHYRY and TRACHYTE (Blyth: 1960; 108)
A group of igneous rocks* of which:
 Syenite is the plutonic *representative; while
 Porphyry is the dyke* [intrusive] equivalent, and
 Trachyte is the extrusive* equivalent of Syenite.
Porphyry contains porphyritic crystals of orthoclase in a microcrystalline base of feldspar with hornblendes or
biotite.
The description, porphyritic texture, relates to an igneous rock in which a number of larger crystals are set in a
uniformly finer base or groundmass of minerals. This can include some forms of granite and diorite as well as
true porphyry.
Dictionaries tend to guide language usage to a greater extent than the pedantic definitions of science. The
Macquarie Dictionary defines Porphyry as “any igneous rock containing conspicuous phenocrysts in a fine
grained or aphantic groundmass”. This definition is therefore inclusive of true Porphyry as well as those igneous
rocks having a porphyritic texture.
TUFF (Blyth: 1960; 90)
The layers of ash and dust which are deposited for some distance around a volcano, and which build its cone,
become hardened into rocks which are called Tuffs. All such deposits are called pyroclastic (meaning “fire
broken”), a name referring to their mode of origin. They are not igneous rocks. As an aside, poorly consolidated
tuffs from near Naples were used by the Romans to make “hydraulic” cement called Pozzolana.
Mesozoic (Triassic) Brisbane Tuff lies in a narrow SSE belt extending from Milne Mountain in the north to the
Brisbane River at Kangaroo Point where it splits with one branch extending to Morningside and the other to
Dutton Park and St Lucia (Houston; 1967:10). First described by Leichhardt in 1855 and said to have been
named in 1910, Brisbane Tuff was recognised as a pyroclastic rock in 1887 (Houston; 1967: 7). Four generalised
sections are recognised of which welded tuff (ignimbrite) is the most dominant and is well developed in the
Windsor Quarry and the Kangaroo Point Cliffs. The welded tuff at these locations lacks any bedding but is
characterised by strong columnar jointing (Houston; 1967: 10). Colour is predominantly pink to purple distributed
at random and attributed to the amount and degree of oxidation of iron and manganese oxides present
(Briggs;1929 cited in Houston; 1967: 12).
The Macquarie Dictionary also gives us the term Porphyroid: “1. A rock resembling porphyry; 2. A sedimentary
rock which has been altered by some metamorphic agency so as to take on a slaty and more or less perfectly
developed porphyritic structure”. This description could be construed as applicable to the pyroclastic formation
process and, therefore, class welded tuffs with an appearance akin to a porphyritic texture as Porphyroids.
Definitions
Igneous rocks are those formed from cooling magma (magma, in simple terms, is the material of
the molten core of the earth).
Plutonic rocks are coarsely crystalline rocks formed from magma that cools under cover at
some depth below the surface of the earth.
Dykes are minor intrusions formed when magma rises and fills fractures or other lines of
weakness in the earth’s crust.
Extrusive rocks are formed from magma expelled above the earth’s surface as lava during
volcanic activity. (Blyth: 1960; 92)
Conclusion
Despite the pedantics of geological definition the fact remains that Porphyry is a much more marketable name
than either Tuff or Porphyroid and the trade will undoubtedly continue to employ this descriptor in its literature
irrespective of the origins of the materials. The message for specifiers is that contract documentation must be
precise as to the scope to be attached to using Porphyry as a nomenclature.
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I apologise for the age of these references but they are my well-thumbed textbooks from a time when a
fundamental understanding of geology was not considered irrelevant knowledge for architects.
